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1
CONTACT MONITORING SYSTEM

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a system for monitoring
contact or close proximity between one or more sources of
contact within an environment and to one or more devices
suitable for implementing such a system.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

In some environments, it is important to monitor the pres-
ence of certain persons within a particular location and also to
monitor the contact between persons and equipment within a
location. Such environments include areas where hygiene is
of particular importance, such as hospitals or food prepara-
tion settings, and also manufacturing and product assembly
areas and areas of restricted access. It is also important to
track which equipment within a location has been used and on
what is has been used. It is, however, difficult to maintain a
record of such information.

An example of such a difficulty is illustrated by consider-
ing a product assembly line. Workers on an assembly line can
each be assigned a designated task as part of the assembly of
the desired product. Each worker may have a set number of
tools and equipment for carrying out the task. If a task on the
assembly line is not completed to an appropriate level, the
resulting product may not comply with the necessary quality
assurance standards. It is, however, very difficult to monitor a
workers compliance with the necessary standards required
for each set task. It is also difficult to monitor the nature of the
tools and equipment used and the worker using them.

It is therefore an object of the present invention to provide
a system that at least partially alleviates or overcomes the
above problems.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

According to a first aspect of the present invention, there is
provided a system suitable for monitoring the contact
between a plurality of sources of contact within an environ-
ment, the system comprising: a monitoring device connected
to each source, each monitoring device comprising an indi-
cator unit and a detecting unit, the indicator unit being oper-
able to emit a signal and the detecting unit being operable to
detect and identify signals of the type emitted by the indicator
unit of another monitoring device and output an information
signal indicative thereof.

In the system of the present invention, a monitoring device
can detect contact between at least two sources in an environ-
ment. By detecting a signal emitted from an indicator unit, a
detecting unit can output information indicative of the at least
two sources of contact. The information signal output in
response to the contact can thus enable ready and/or auto-
matic monitoring of the contact or close proximity between of
the at least two sources. Beneficially, this can enable the
monitoring of characteristics of the contact between the at
least two sources over time, for example monitoring the dura-
tion, quality and frequency of contact.

Each source may be fixed or mobile within the environ-
ment. Hach source may be a person, an article or area as
appropriate. The sources may comprise a mixture of persons,
articles or areas. If a source is a person, the person may be a
worker or visitor within the environment. If a source is an
article, this may be an item of equipment for use within the
environment. If a source is an area, this may be a storage area,
restricted area or other area within the environment.
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A monitoring device is connected to each source to be
monitored within an environment. The monitoring device can
detect the contact between at least two sources within the
environment. The contact detected may be from a physical
contact between at least two sources, such as a person touch-
ing an article or another person, or an article touching another
article. Additionally or alternatively, the contact may result
from the at least two sources being in a close proximity, such
as a person and/or article entering an area, or a person and/or
article coming within a sufficient distance from another per-
son and/or article. Additionally or alternatively still, in some
embodiments the contact may result from the at least two
sources being in physical contact with an intermediary object.
The intermediary object may be an item of equipment, a
person, a tool or an installation. The intermediary object may
not have a monitoring device connected thereto. In such
embodiments, the intermediary object allows passage of a
signal emitted by an indicator unit of a first source in physical
contact with the intermediary object to a detecting unit of a
second or further source also in physical contact with the
intermediary object.

The indicator unit may emit a signal or signals indicative of
the source. The signal may be indicative of the type of source.
For example, the signal emitted by the indicator unit may
identify the type or nature of the source to which it is con-
nected. Each indicator unit may emit a signal unique to its
source.

In some implementations, each indicator unit may be oper-
able to emit a signal incorporating a unique identification
code. The code can comprise information allowing for the
detecting unit to identify the specific indicator unit if
required. The information encoded within the signal can pro-
vide details relating to the source. For example, in a hygiene
environment such as a hospital, a patient and worker may be
the sources of contact. The information encoded within the
signal emitted from the indicator unit associated with the
patient may identify the medication requirements of the
patient. In another example, in a manufacturing environment
where a worker and a tool are the sources of contact, the
information encoded within the signal emitted from the indi-
cator unit associated with the tool may identify characteristics
of'the tool, such as for example its uses or its specification.

The detecting unit can detect a signal emitted by an indi-
cator unit. To avoid false information, an information signal
may only be output if the signal detected by the detecting unit
is different to the signal emitted by the indicator unit of the
same monitoring device. In some embodiments, the detecting
unit may be operable to receive the signals emitted by all
indicator units within the environment, identify the signal
emitted by the indicator unit of the same monitoring device
and not output an information signal indicative thereof. Alter-
natively, each detecting unit may be pre-programmed only to
detect and identify signals emitted by an indicator unit of
another monitoring device.

Further, a signal may only be detected if its signal strength
exceeds a threshold level and/or the signal duration exceeds a
preset period or by some other signal characteristic, e.g. a
signal code. The threshold level may differ for different
sources.

For some sources, the threshold level may include a deter-
mination of the contact quality. This may be based on the
detected signal strength and/or duration. Additionally or
alternatively, the determination of the contact quality may be
based on or varied in response to other information encoded
by the signal, a particular pattern of contact or any separate
input thereto. For example, where the source of contact is a
bolt that requires tightening, the contact between the bolt and
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a tool and/or worker may be determined to be high quality if
the associated signal detected by the detecting unit on the tool
and/or worker has a strength exceeding a predetermined level
for a duration exceeding a predetermined period.

Additionally or alternatively, the determination of the con-
tact quality may involve extracting additional information
from the detected signal or another signal. In such cases, the
indicator unit may monitor a contact using additional sensing
means and output a signal indicative of the contact quality
based on the output of the additional sensing means.

The detecting unit may classify the contact according to
any suitable classification scheme. The contact classification
scheme may have a number of different levels depending on
any associated risk resulting from the contact. Such a risk
may be the contamination of a person, tool, utensil or other
article within the environment. For example, in a hygiene
environment where contamination risk is an important con-
sideration, the detecting unit may classify the contamination
risk associated with a source. The risk may be classified as
low, medium or high. The classification may be varied from
one level to another in response to each contact.

The information signal may be directly or indirectly
indicative of the contact between at least two sources.

The monitoring device may be provided with a status dis-
play unit for outputting a visual indication of contact between
at least two sources. The status display unit may output a
visual indication of the contact classification.

The indication displayed by the status display unit may
take the form of a colour, pattern, text, symbol or any suitable
combination thereof as required or desired. For example, the
status display unit may output information indicative of the or
each source of contact. Where the source is a patient in a
hospital, the status display unit may output patient details,
such as for example, medication requirements. Alternatively,
the status display unit may output information relating to the
correctusage ofa tool in a manufacturing environment. Addi-
tionally or alternatively, the status display unit may indicate
whether a tool to be used on an article is suitable for that
purpose or not. Beneficially, such information can assist in
preventing a person within an environment from performing
a designated task incorrectly.

The status display unit may comprise one or more illumin-
able elements, which vary their illumination in response to
variation in the information signal. The status display unit
may comprise an LED display, a liquid crystal display, a
simple lamp display or similar.

In some embodiments, the status display unit may be oper-
able to change colour to indicate a different level of classifi-
cation, such as an associated risk resulting from a contact. In
such embodiments, red would indicate ‘high’ risk, amber/
yellow would indicate ‘uncertain’ risk and green would indi-
cate ‘low’ risk. In other embodiments, the status display unit
may be operable to output a colour in response to contact
between two sources. For example, where a tool is contacted
with an item of equipment, red would indicate that the tool is
incorrect for use with that item of equipment and green would
indicate that the tool is suitable for purpose.

In some embodiments, the status display unit may be addi-
tionally or alternatively operable to output an audio indication
of'the contact between at least two sources. For example, this
audio indication may be output periodically or continuously
or in response to changes in contact classification. The audio
indication and/or its mode of operation may be varied accord-
ing to the contact classification. For example, the audio indi-
cation may be provided only when once source comes into
contact or close proximity to a source it is not authorised to
contact. In such an example, where the sources of contact
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comprise a tool and an item of equipment, an audio indication
may be provided if the tool is not suitable for use with that
item of equipment.

The status display unit may be an integral part of the
monitoring device. Alternatively, the status display unit may
comprise a separate article in communication with the moni-
toring device. In such cases, the communication may be by
means of any suitable wired or wireless link. The status dis-
play unit may be suitable for affixing to the clothing of the
worker, the surface of an article or a wall of an area as desired
or appropriate.

The indicator unit may be operable to emit signal of more
than one type. Such signals may, for example, comprise elec-
trical signals and radio frequency signals.

In one embodiment, the signals emitted by the indicator
unit are electrical signals. In such embodiments, signals can
only be detected by the provision of an electrical pathway
between the indicator unit and the detecting unit. This may be
achieved if there is electrical contact between the sources.
The electrical contact may be direct or indirect. Typically, the
electrical contact between the sources may be temporary.
Accordingly, the indicator unit and detecting unit are prefer-
ably directly or indirectly electrically connected to the moni-
toring device. The electrical signals may be low power sig-
nals. This can reduce or avoid the danger of electrocution or
ignition.

In some embodiments, the electrical pathway between the
indicator unit and the detecting unit includes an intermediary
object capable of conducting the electrical signal. As referred
to hereinbefore, the intermediary object may be an item of
equipment, a person, a tool or an installation. The intermedi-
ary object may not have a monitoring device connected
thereto.

In another embodiment, the signals emitted by the indica-
tor unit are radio frequency signals. In such embodiments,
signals can only be detected by sufficient proximity between
the monitoring devices of at least two sources. The signals can
be emitted by a radio frequency transmitter on the indicator
unit. The radio frequency transmitter may be operable to emit
a signal over any range from the source as desired or appro-
priate. The range may be adjustable.

The indicator unit may be operable to emit an electrical
signal only or a radio frequency signal only. Alternatively, the
indicator unit may comprise an electrical signal emitter and a
radio frequency transmitter and thus be operable to emit
either or both electrical and radio frequency signals.

The detecting unit may be operable to detect electrical
signals only orradio frequency signals only. Alternatively, the
detecting unit may comprise an electrical signal receiver and
a radio frequency receiver and thus be operable to detect
either or both electrical and radio frequency signals.

The monitoring device may be provided with attachment
means enabling attachment to the source. The attachment
means may further comprise one or more electrical surfaces
enabling electrical connections to be made between the moni-
toring device and the source. Different forms of monitoring
device or attachment means may be provided adapted for
connection to different sources.

The system may further comprise a management unit. The
management unit may be in one way or two way communi-
cation with one or more monitoring devices. The communi-
cation may be by way of any suitable wired or wireless link.
In particular, the communication may be by way of a radio
frequency link. In particular the or each monitoring device
may be operable to transmit the information signal to the
management unit by way of the communication link.
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In some embodiments, this can allow the management unit
to store a record of contact between two or more sources over
time. This can be used for the purpose of conducting audits of
contact history between two or more sources of contact within
an environment. The record may comprise, for example, an
identification of the source of contact, an indication of the
date and duration of contact and other indicators as desired or
as appropriate.

For example, within a manufacturing environment, each
time a worker contacts a tool and/or equipment, an indicator
unit on the tool and/or equipment may emit a signal of the
type that can be detected by the detecting unit located on the
worker. The detecting unit may output an information signal
to the management unit. The information signal may have an
incorporated identification code unique to the respective
source. Thus, a record of the contact between a worker and the
tool and/or equipment may be maintained by the management
unit. The management unit may also store information
encoded within the signal emitted by the indicator unit. The
management unit may also be used to author protocols and
appropriate to different conditions.

The management unit may be operable to transmit infor-
mation to a status display unit, as hereinbefore described. The
management unit may be in one way or two way communi-
cation with one or more status display units. The communi-
cation may be by way of any suitable wired or wireless link.
The information transmitted to the status display unit may be
extracted from the records stored by the management unit
relating to the or each source of contact. For example, in a
hygiene environment such as a hospital, a worker may come
into contact or close proximity to a patient. The management
unit may receive the signal transmitted by the monitoring
device associated with the worker identifying the patient as
the source of contact and transmit information from the stored
records to the status display unit. Such information could, for
example, identify the last worker to contact the patient. Alter-
natively, in a manufacturing environment the information
transmitted by the management unit may identify the particu-
lar uses of a tool, the last time a tool was used on an item of
equipment, and/or the last time the tool was calibrated.

The monitoring device may comprise a package. The pack-
age may be adapted to be either carried about a person, affixed
to an article, or affixed to a wall of an area. The package may
be provided with electrical contacts adjacent or in contact to
the surface of the source, such as for example, a person’s skin.
Separate electrical contacts may connect the indicator unit
and the detecting unit to the surface of the source.

According to a second aspect of the present invention there
is provided a method of monitoring the contact between a
plurality of sources of contact within an environment, the
method comprising: attaching monitoring devices to or in
proximity to each source, the monitoring devices each com-
prising an indicator unit and a detecting unit; detecting sig-
nals of the type emitted by an indicator unit with the detecting
unit; and outputting an information signal indicative thereof.

According to a third aspect of the present invention there is
provided a monitoring device suitable for monitoring the
contact between a plurality of sources of contact within an
environment, the monitoring device comprising: an indicator
unit; a detecting unit; connection means for connecting the
monitoring device to the source; wherein the detecting unit
comprises a receiver operable to detect signals of the type
emitted by the indicator unit; and a processing unit operable
to identify the signal and output an information signal indica-
tive thereof.
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The second and third aspects of the present invention may
incorporate any features described in respect of the first
aspect of the present invention as desired or as appropriate.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

In order that the invention is more clearly understood, one
possible implementation will now be described in more
detail, by way of example only, and with reference to the
accompanying drawings, in which: —

FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram of an environment
incorporating a system according to the present invention;

FIG. 2 is a schematic block diagram of an embodiment of
a monitoring device according to the present invention;

FIG. 3 is a schematic block diagram of a contact between
two monitoring devices in a system according to the present
invention;

FIG. 4 is a schematic block diagram of an indicator unit;

FIG. 5 is a schematic block diagram of a detecting unit;

FIG. 6 is a schematic block diagram of an embodiment a
part of the system of the present invention;

FIG. 7 is a schematic block diagram of an example of use
of the system according to the present invention;

FIG. 8 is a schematic block diagram of an example of use
of the system according to the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

The system of the present invention can be utilised in
hygiene, manufacturing, maintenance or security environ-
ments. A person skilled in the art would appreciate that the
invention could equally be applied to many other environ-
ments where monitoring contact between two or more
sources of contact is required.

Referring to FIGS. 1-3, there is shown an environment 1
comprising a number of sources of contact 2, 3, 4, 5 to be
monitored. A person skilled in the art would appreciate that
the present invention could equally apply to any number of
sources of contact greater than one and is not limited to the
sources 2, 3, 4, 5 shown in FIG. 1.

Each source of contact 2, 3, 4, 5 is provided with a moni-
toring device 7. Each monitoring device 7 comprises an indi-
cator unit 8 and a detecting unit 9.

The indicator unit 8 is operable to apply a small electrical
signal to the source 2, 3, 4, 5. The indicator unit 8 may
additionally or alternatively emit a radio frequency signal.
Each signal emitted is unique to the indicator unit 8 such that
no indicator unit 8 emits an identical signal within the same
environment 1. Accordingly, the signal emitted by each indi-
cator unit 8 will be unique to the source of contact 2, 3, 4,5 to
which it is connected.

Two such sources 2, 3 are shown in FIG. 3. Each monitor-
ing device 7a, 7b comprises respective indicator units 8a, 85
and detecting units 9a, 94.

Each detecting unit 9a, 95 is operable to detect signals of
the type emitted by the indicator units 8a, 85. In order to avoid
false contact information resulting from the detection by
detecting unit 9 of electrical signals emitted by the indicator
unit 8 of the same monitoring device 7, the detecting unit 9
can be pre-programmed to discount a signal received from the
indicator unit 8 of the same monitoring device 7. As such, any
signal detected by the detecting unit 9 will have originated
from an indicator unit 8 of a monitoring device 7 attached to
a different source of contact 2, 3, 4, 5.

As illustrated in FIG. 3, a signal 10 emitted by the indicator
unit 85 associated with a source of contact 3 can be detected
by the detecting unit 9a associated with a source of contact 2
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to determine that contact has taken place between the sources
2.3. Correspondingly, a signal 11 emitted by the indicator unit
8a associated with a source of contact 2 can be detected by the
detecting unit 95 associated with a source of contact 3 to also
determine that contact has taken place between the sources
2,3.

As shown in FIG. 4, the indicator unit 8 comprises electri-
cal contacts 12, an electrical signal emitter 13 and a memory
14. The electrical contacts 12 may be incorporated into an
attachment means (not shown) for attaching the monitoring
device 7 to a particular source 2, 3, 4, 5. The contacts 12 are
adapted to make an electrical connection with the surface of a
conducting portion of the selected source 2, 3, 4, 5.

The emitter 13 emits a signal onto the conducting portion
of'the selected source 2, 3, 4, 5 via the contacts 12. The signal
encodes information stored in the memory 14. The informa-
tion may be a code identifying the nature of the source 2, 3, 4,
5. Additionally or alternatively, the memory 14 may also be
pre-programmed with a unique code containing information
relating to the source 2, 3, 4, 5. The emitter 13 may also
comprise a radio frequency emitter for emitting radio fre-
quency signals.

As shown in FIG. 5, the detecting unit 9 comprises electri-
cal contacts 15, a receiver 16, a processing unit 17 and a
transmitter 18. The electrical contacts 15 may be incorporated
into an attachment means (not shown) for attaching the moni-
toring device 7 to the source 2, 3, 4, 5. The contacts 15 are
adapted to make an electrical connection with the surface of
the source 2, 3, 4, 5. The contacts 15 are further connected to
a receiver 16 which detects any electrical signals applied to
the contacts 15. As noted above, the detecting unit 9 may be
pre-programmed so as to ignore any signal emitted by the
signal emitter 13 associated with the same source 2, 3,4, 5 as
itself.

The processing unit 17 is connected to the receiver 16 and
is operable to identify any signals detected by the receiver 16.
The processing unit 17 is operable to determine whether the
signal emitted by an indicator unit 8 is of a different source 2,
3, 4, 5 to itself. The processing unit 17 can also determine the
quality of the contact, if required or desired. In a simple
embodiment, this may be achieved by determining whether
the detected signal strength and/or duration exceed a prede-
termined threshold level.

The processing unit 17 can output an information signal to
the transmitter 18, which can transmit the information
encoded therein to a management unit 20. Additionally or
alternatively, the processing unit 17 can output an informa-
tion signal to a status display unit 19. This is illustrated in F1G.
6.

The information output to the status display unit 19 may be
indicative of the source of contact 2, 3, 4, 5. The information
may comprise details of the source 2, 3,4, 5. The management
unit 20 comprises a record of the contact history of the
sources 2, 3, 4, 5 in the environment over time. The records
may identify the nature of the sources 2, 3, 4, 5 that come into
contact and provide information indicative thereof, such as
duration of contact. The management unit 20 can output
information extracted from the records to the status display
unit 19.

Referring to FIG. 7, one example of the utilisation of the
system of the present invention is illustrated in an environ-
ment comprising a person, an article and an area. In this
example, reference is made to a food preparation environ-
ment, although the system is equally suited for use in other
hygiene, manufacturing, security or other environment as
desired or as appropriate. In a food preparation environment,
possible sources of contact include workers, visitors, utensils,
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white goods, and the like and also preparation or storage
areas. In this example, reference is made to the sources of
contact comprising a worker 21, utensil 22, preparation area
23 and sink 24.

A monitoring device 7a, 7b, 7c, 7d is connected to the
worker 21, utensil 22, preparation area 23 and sink 24 respec-
tively. Each of the monitoring devices 7a, 75, 7¢, 7d comprise
respective indicator units 8a, 85, 8¢, 84 and respective detect-
ing units 9a, 95, 9¢, 9d. The indicator units 8a, 856, 8¢, 84
comprise electrical contacts 12a, 126, 12¢, 12d and are sub-
stantially as described above. The electrical contacts 124,
1256, 12¢, 124 are in contact with a conducting surface of the
respective source of contact 21, 22, 23, 24 and apply an
electrical signal thereto. The electrical signal can contain
encoded information unique to the source 21, 22, 23, 24.
Indicator unit 8¢ associated with monitoring device 7¢ also
emits a radio frequency signal in addition to an electrical
signal. The radio frequency signal contains encoded informa-
tion unique to the source 23. Detecting units 9a, 95, 9¢, 9d are
all operable to detect electrical signals emitted by indicator
units 8a, 85, 8¢, 84 and radio frequency signals emitted by
indicator unit 8¢. The detecting units 9a, 96, 9¢, 9d comprise
respective electrical contacts 15a, 155, 15¢, 15d in electrical
connection with the surface of the sources 21, 22, 23, 24 and
receivers 16a, 165,16¢, 16d. The receivers 16a,165,16¢, 16d
each comprise an electrical signal receiver and a radio fre-
quency receiver, and are thus suitable for receiving electrical
signals of the type emitted by indicator units 8a, 85, 8¢, 8d and
radio frequency signals of the type emitted by indicator unit
8c. The detecting units 9a, 96, 9¢, 9d also comprise respective
processing units 17a, 176, 17¢, 17d which are operable to
identify the signals received by receivers 16a, 165, 16¢, 16d.
The processing units 17a, 175, 17¢, 17d can identify the
signals as originating from indicator units 8a, 8b, 8¢, 8d of
different monitoring device 7a, 7b, 7c, 7d to their own. Thus,
contact between at least two sources 21, 22, 23, 24 can be
determined.

Each of the detecting units 9a, 95, 9¢, 94 comprise respec-
tive transmitters 18a, 185, 18¢, 184 in communication with a
management unit 20. Accordingly, the processing unit 17a,
17b, 17¢, 17d can output an information signal to the trans-
mitters 18a, 185, 18¢, 184 which transmit the information to
the management unit 20. Such communication can be by a
radio frequency signal.

Further, each detecting unit 9a, 96, 9¢, 94 also comprise
respective status display units 19a, 196, 19¢, 194 in connec-
tion with respective processing units 17a, 176, 17¢, 17d.
Thus, in addition to the processing unit 17a, 176, 17¢, 17d
outputting an information signal to the management unit 20,
it can also transmit an information signal to the respective
status display unit 194, 1956, 19¢, 194.

Thus, in operation, the worker 21 will have the monitoring
device 7a attached about his person. When the worker 21
enters the storage area 23, the receiver 16a detects the radio
frequency signal emitted by the radio frequency transmitter
13¢ of indicator 8¢. The detected signal is identified by pro-
cessing unit 17a as being from indicator 8c. The information
encoded within the radio frequency signal is processed by
processing unit 17a and output to transmitter 18a. The trans-
mitter 18a can transmit this information to the management
unit 20 where it is recorded. The information recorded by the
management unit 20 comprises information identifying the
source 23 of the initial radio frequency signal and the source
21 detecting the signal. Thus, the monitoring device 7a has
identified contact between the worker 21 and the storage area
23. In addition, the signal emitted by the indicator unit 8a can
be detected by the detecting unit 9¢ associated with the stor-
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age area 23. The electrical signal applied to the skin of the
worker 21 may be detected by the receiver 16¢ when the
worker contacts a surface within the area 23. The electrical
signal applied to the skin of the worker 21 may in some
instances pass through an intermediary object, such as an
installation (not shown), when the worker 21 contacts that
object, and subsequently be detected by the receiver 16¢ also
in contact with the intermediary object. Thus, contact
between the worker 21 and storage area 23 can be inferred and
subsequently recorded by the management unit 20. This pro-
vides for a means of cross-referencing information stored by
the management unit 20.

By the same means as described in relation to the worker 21
and the storage area 23, the presence of contact between the
utensil 22 and the storage area 23 can be monitored and
recorded by the management unit 20. It is therefore possible
to monitor when the utensil 22 is in the storage area 23.

Similarly, the contact between the worker 21 and the uten-
sil 22 can be monitored and recorded. When the worker 21
picks up the utensil 22, the receiver 16a detects the signal
emitted across the surface of the utensil 22 by the emitter 13/
of the indicator unit 85. Correspondingly, the receiver 165
also detects the same contact resulting from the signal emitted
across the surface of the worker 21 by the emitter 13a. In both
instances, the information is processed by the respective pro-
cessing units 17a, 175 and is output to the transmitters 18a,
185 and transmitted to the management unit 20. Thus, a
record of the contact between the worker 21 and the utensil 22
is recorded and logged. Again, the recorded information can
identify the worker 21 and the utensil 22. This is particularly
useful for maintaining an audit of the use of a utensil withinan
area by a worker, or the location of a worker within an envi-
ronment.

As described in relation to contact between the worker 21
and the utensil 22, contact between the worker 21 and/or
utensil 22 and the sink 24 can be monitored. This can be used
to monitor adequate washing of the hands of'the worker 21 or
the utensil 22.

The emitter 134 emits an electrical signal across the surface
of'the sink 24 and/or into the water flow of an associated tap.
When the worker 21 washes his hands, an electrical pathway
between the indicator unit 84 and the detecting unit 9a is
established. The receiver 16a detects the signal and the pro-
cessing unit 17a processes the information. Correspondingly,
the receiver 164 also detects the contact resulting from the
signal emitted across the skin of the worker 21 by the emitter
13a.

In such an example, the risk of contamination ofthe worker
21 and the utensil 22 can be monitored. Upon initial contact
between the worker 21 and the utensil 22, the signals emitted
by emitters 13a, 135 may be processed by processing units
17a, 176 and a level of contamination risk determined. The
level of contamination risk of a particular source may be
stored in the memory 14a, 145 of the respective indicator
units 8a, 85. An indication of the risk of contamination may
be output from the processing units 17a, 175 to the respective
status display units 19a, 196. Thus, upon contact with the
utensil 22, the risk of contamination of the worker 21 and the
utensil 22 may both be set to high. This will be indicated by
the status display units 19a, 195 as a red light. When the
worker 21 washes his hands in the sink 24, or washes the
utensil 22 in the sink 24, the signal emitted by emitter 134 is
detected by the receivers 16a, 165 and processed by process-
ing units 17a, 175.

In such an example, the monitoring devices 7a, 7b, 7¢, 7d
comprise respective sensors 33a, 335, 33¢, 33d (not shown) in
communication with respective indicator units 8a, 85, 8¢, 84,
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as desired or appropriate. The sensors 33a, 335, 33¢, 33d are
operable to determine the duration of contact between the
sources. The duration of contact can be encoded within the
signal emitted by respective emitters 13a, 135, 13¢, 13d and
thus detected by respective receivers 16a, 165, 16¢, 16d,
processed by respective processing units 17a, 175, 17¢, 17d
and output to respective transmitters 18a, 185, 18¢, 18d. The
information relating to the contact can thus be recorded by
management unit 20. Thus, the processing units 174, 175 may
determine the contact quality between the sources 21, 22, 24,
adjust the level of contamination risk and output an informa-
tion signal indicative thereof to the status display units 19a,
195.

If the washing in sink 24 is of a sufficient duration, the
status display unit may output a green light to indicate that the
worker 21 and/or utensil 22 present a low risk of contamina-
tion. If the contact between the worker 21 and/or utensil 22
and the sink 24 is not of a sufficient duration, the processing
unit 17a, 176 may determine that the contact was not of a
sufficient quality, i.e. the worker 21 or the utensil 22 was not
washed for a sufficient duration of time. Thus, the processing
unit 17a, 176 may maintain the contamination risk as high or
adjust the contamination risk to medium, and output an infor-
mation signal indicative thereof. The status display units 19a,
1956 may output an amber light to indicate medium risk.

Referring to FIG. 8, another example of the utilisation of
the system of the present invention is illustrated in an envi-
ronment comprising a person and two areas. Such a system
could be utilised where the location of a person is to be
monitored. In this example, reference is made to a person 25,
a first area 26 and a second area 27.

A monitoring device 7a, 7b, 7¢ is connected to the person
25, first area 26 and second area 27 respectively. Each moni-
toring device 7a, 7b, 7¢ comprises the features as described
previously with respect to the example illustrated in FIG. 7.

Thus, in operation the person 25 enters the first area 26. The
receiver 16a detects the radio frequency signal emitted by the
indicator unit 85. The detected signal is identified by the
processing unit 17a as being from indicator 8. The informa-
tion encoded within the radio frequency signal is processed
by processing unit 17a and output to transmitter 18a. The
transmitter 18a can transmit this information to the manage-
ment unit 20 where it is recorded. Thus, the monitoring device
7a has identified the presence of the person 25 within the first
area 26.

Once the person 25 proceeds through the door 28 into the
second area 27, the receiver 16a will detect the radio fre-
quency signal emitted by the indicator unit 8c. As above, the
detected signal is identified and processed by the processing
unit 174 and output to the transmitter 18a. The transmitter
18a can then transmit this information to the management
unit 20. Thus, the location of the person 25 within an envi-
ronment can be monitored as the person 25 proceeds from one
area 26, 27 to another.

If the second area 27 is a restricted area, for example, the
locking mechanism of door 28 may be connected to a third
source of contact 29 being an access means. Access means 29
comprises monitoring device 7d comprising an indicator unit
8d, detecting unit 94 and the other features as referred to
hereinbefore. When the person 25 comes into sufficiently
close proximity to the access means 29, the signal emitted by
the indicator unit 8a is detected by the receiver 16d. The
processing unit 174 can identify the source of the signal and
determine whether entry into the second area 27 should be
permitted. The processing unit 174 can output an indication
indicative thereof to the transmitter 184. The transmitter 184
can transmit a signal to the management unit 20. In addition,
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the signal transmitted by the transmitter 184 can be received
by an access means (not shown) operable to lock and unlock
the door 28. At the same time, the processing unit 174 can
output a signal to a status display unit 194. The status display
unit 194 may show whether the person 25 is allowed access or
not. Such display may take the form of a green light if access
is permitted and a red light if access is denied.

It is of course to be understood that the invention is not to
be restricted to the details of the above embodiments which
are described by way of example only.

The invention claimed is:

1. A system suitable for monitoring contact between a
plurality of sources of contact within an environment, the
system comprising:

a monitoring device connected to each of the plurality of
sources, each monitoring device comprising an indica-
tor unit and a detecting unit,

the indicator unit being operable to emit an electrical sig-
nal, and

the detecting unit being operable to detect and identify
electrical signals of a type emitted by another indicator
unit of another monitoring device upon contact between
at least two of the plurality of sources, wherein the
contact is from a physical contact between the at least
two of'the plurality of sources and output an information
signal indicative of the type.

2. A system as claimed in claim 1, wherein each of the

plurality of sources is a person, an article or an area.

3. A system as claimed in claim 1, wherein the electrical
signal is indicative of the type of source,

wherein the type of the source is a person, an article, or an
area.

4. A system as claimed in claim 1, wherein each indicator

unit emits an electrical signal unique to its source.

5. A system as claimed in claim 1, wherein each indicator
unit is operable to emit an electrical signal incorporating a
unique identification code.

6. A system as claimed in claim 1, wherein the detecting
unit only outputs the information signal if the electrical signal
detected from the another monitoring device is different from
the electrical signal emitted by the indicator unit of a same
monitoring device.

7. A system as claimed in claim 1, wherein the detecting
unitonly detects an electrical signal with a signal strength that
exceeds a threshold level and/or a signal duration that exceeds
a preset period.

8. A system as claimed in claim 7, wherein the threshold
level includes a determination of a quality of the contact
between the at least two of the plurality of sources, the quality
being based on a strength and/or a duration of the detected
electrical signal.

9. A system as claimed in claim 7, wherein the determina-
tion of the quality involves extracting information from the
detected electrical signal or another electrical signal.

10. A system as claimed in claim 1, wherein the detecting
unit classifies the contact between the at least two of the
plurality of sources according to a suitable classification
scheme.

11. A system as claimed in claim 10, wherein the classifi-
cation scheme has a number of different levels depending on
an associated risk resulting from the contact between the at
least two of the plurality of sources.

12. A system as claimed in claim 11, wherein the classifi-
cation varies from one level to another in response to each
contact.
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13. A system as claimed in claim 1, wherein the monitoring
device is provided with a status display unit for outputting a
visual indication of the contact between the at least two of the
plurality of sources.

14. A system as claimed in claim 13, wherein the indication
displayed by the status display unit comprises a colour, pat-
tern, text, symbol or any combination thereof.

15. A system as claimed in claim 13, wherein the status
display unit comprises one or more illuminable elements,
which vary their illumination in response to variation in the
information signal.

16. A system as claimed in claim 15, wherein the status
display unit is operable to change colour to indicate a difter-
ent level of classification.

17. A system as claimed in claim 15, wherein the status
display unit is operable to output an audio indication of the
contact between the at least two of the plurality of sources.

18. A system as claimed in claim 15, wherein the status
display unit is an integral part of the monitoring device, or
comprises a separate article in communication with the moni-
toring device.

19. A system as claimed in claim 1, wherein the signal
further comprises a radio frequency signal.

20. A system as claimed in claim 19, wherein the indicator
unit comprises an electrical signal emitter and a radio fre-
quency transmitter, thus being operable to emit both electrical
and radio frequency signals.

21. A system as claimed in claim 1, wherein the detecting
unit comprises an electrical signal receiver and a radio fre-
quency receiver, thus being operable to detect both electrical
and radio frequency signals.

22. A system as claimed in claim 1, wherein the monitoring
device is provided with attachment means enabling attach-
ment to the source.

23. A system as claimed in claim 22, wherein the attach-
ment means further comprises one or more electrical surfaces
enabling electrical connections to be made between the moni-
toring device and the source.

24. A system as claimed in claim 1, wherein the system
further comprises a management unit.

25. A system as claimed in claim 24, wherein the manage-
ment unit is in one way or two way communication with one
or more monitoring devices.

26. A system as claimed in claim 25, wherein the monitor-
ing device is operable to transmit the information signal to the
management unit.

27. A system as claimed in claim 26, wherein the manage-
ment unit is operable to store a record of contact between two
or more sources over time.

28. A system as claimed in claim 24, wherein the manage-
ment unit is in one way or two way communication with one
or more status display units.

29. A system as claimed in claim 1, wherein the monitoring
device comprises a package adapted to be carried about a
person, affixed to an article, or affixed to a wall of an area.

30. A method of monitoring contact between a plurality of
sources of contact within an environment, the method com-
prising:

attaching monitoring devices to each source, the monitor-

ing devices each comprising an indicator unit and a
detecting unit;

detecting electrical signals of a type emitted by another

indicator unit of another monitoring device with a
detecting unit of a given monitoring device, wherein the
detected electrical signal indicates a detection of contact
between at least two of the plurality of sources, the
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contact being from a physical contact between the at
least two of the plurality of sources; and

outputting an information signal indicative of the detected

electrical signal.

31. A monitoring device suitable for monitoring contact
between a plurality of sources of contact within an environ-
ment, the monitoring device comprising:

an indicator unit;

a detecting unit;

a connection means for connecting the monitoring device

to a source of the plurality of sources;

wherein the detecting unit comprises a receiver operable to

detect electrical signals of a type emitted by other indi-
cator units; and

a processing unit operable to identify a detected electrical

signal and output an information signal indicative of the
detected electrical signal.
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